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U Ul L i [Mining], in short, can do grave damage to the web of life on the face
ofthe earth. But it is the men who go down into the pits who are
most directly victimized.
S. David Freeman
Energy: The NewEra, 1974
Urban Environmental Health
At the First World Congress on Health
and Urban Environment, scientists from
around the world found few clear-cut
answers to the problems of health in the
urban environment, but they did come to
recognize that public, private, and govern-
ment sectors need to work together ifsolu-
tions are to be found. "Whatever the prob-
lem you talk about," said Leonard Duhl, a
professor ofpublic health and urban poli-
cy at the University of California at
Berkeley, "it involves everyone else's busi-
City struggles. The First World Congress on Health
Environment brought science to bear on the problems
for people living in the world's metropolitan areas.
ness." Duhl was one ofthe scientific advis-
ers to the congress, which was held 6-11
July 1998 in Madrid, Spain, and was
arranged and supported by the Office of
the Mayor of Madrid. Melinda Moore,
associate director for global health at the
National Center for Environmental
Health (a branch of the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention in
Atlanta, Georgia) said, "I believe that hear-
ing from people with various perspectives
is absolutely critical for urban environ-
mental health. And that is one area where
the congress met its goals."
About 800 people attended the meet-
ing at Madrid's new showplace, Palacio
Municipal de Congresos, on the outskirts
of the city. A new subway line, which
opened just a week before the congress,
allowed delegates to travel to the sessions
and tour the city without the need for per-
sonal cars. That undoubtedly pleased
Domingo Jiminez-Beltran, exec-
utive director of the European
Environmental Agency in
Copenhagen, Denmark, who
criticized the United States'
approach to automobile pollu-
tion, which consists only of
decreasing certain exhaust pol-
lutants. He said that U.S.
agencies have overlooked the
issue ofhow the car itselfcaus-
es pollution. "The automobile
still has polluting exhausts, the
vehicles cause noise pollution,
[and] they interfere with pub-
lic transportation, [thereby]
reducing mass transportation's
- ability to effectively transport
people," saidJiminez-Beltran.
Greg Goldstein, one of
several attendees at the meet-
ing from the Healthy Cities
Programme of the World
Health Organization in
Geneva, Switzerland, said
questions of health and urban
environment have become
compartmentalized in govern-
ment bureaucracies. He agreed
that a major goal of the con-
ference should be acceptance
of the idea that health and
and Urban quality oflife have to be con-
of pollution sidered together, and said, I'm hearing discussions of that
here." While there aren't many
case studies in which people with various
perspectives on urban priorities have
worked together, Goldstein did cite some
examples. For instance, Chittagong,
Bangladesh, a city of nearly 3 million,
turned itselffrom an environmental black
hole noted for its squalor into a tourist
destination in less than a decade. The area
had poor plumbing, nonexistent sanita-
tion facilities, and little in the way ofpub-
lic transportation or other facilities. Small
neighborhood organizations worked in
one area after another to clean up the city
and develop a growing tourism industry in
an area that was previously purposely
bypassed by tourists. The city now boasts
its own attractions and earns tourist dol-
lars. Moore, however, criticized many
speakers for presenting success stories
without relating the details of how those
accomplishments were achieved.
Goldstein said the congress seemed to
emphasize the re-emergence of the
city-state (as opposed to a federal govern-
ment) as a way to deal with myriad urban
problems. "I don't buy the idea that we
don't know how to do it," he said, stating
that because cities know best how to tack-
le local problems-compared to a federal
government, which has to oversee numer-
ous cities and rural areas with diverse
needs-they are sometimes better at
working things out on their own. For
example, Goldstein said, the host city of
Madrid has tackled its urban problems
and the results can be seen in the lack of
major traffic jams (due to a smoothly run-
ning transit system and huge under-
ground parking lots that prevent drivers
from having to circle blocks looking for
parking spaces) and a distinct lack ofslum
areas. He also cited San Francisco as
another city that is trying to solve its
urban problems on its own, even to the
extent ofnegotiating separate trade agree-
ments with foreign governments.
One urban environmental problem
that the conference ignored was the possi-
ble role ofendocrine disrupting pollutants
in health problems. "There has been a lot
of interest in falling sperm counts in [city
dwellers] and the role ofendocrine disrup-
tors," Goldstein said, "but that area needs
more research. . . . Other issues of food
safety and healthy food markets in cities
are now considered much bigger issues."
Moore added that the jury is still out on
the issue of endocrine disruptors. "There
seems to be strong evidence on both sides
as to whether they have an impact on
environmental health," she said.
Moore said the general consensus was
that the conference was a good beginning
in answering the many questions on
health and the urban environment. The
next congress is planned for July 2000,
and may be hosted by Brazil.
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